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to the Brahminical theory, each of the Indian sacred rivers loses
in time its sanctity, India itself is gradually losing everything which
is characteristic of it".3 His brilliant remarks were amply justified
by the census returns during the first four decades of the twentieth
century (see Table 1). The 1931 census returns disclosed that by
then agricultural labourers came to form close to two-fifths of the
agricultural population of India; their proportion virtually tripled
from nearly thirteen per cent in the late nineteenth century to
thirty-eight per cent in 1931, thus becoming numerically the
largest group. This remarkable increase reflects the most dramatic
social transformation in the entire history of Indian rural
society.4
In the light of the results of the 1931 census returns, it is illumina-
ting to note the manner in which the Royal Commission on Agri-
culture had brushed aside the problem of agricultural labourers
in these words:5
The labour problem is, therefore, from the agricultural point
of view, a simple one : to lessen the pressure on land. The essential
condition for relieving pressure on land is, therefore, in our
opinion, mobility.
It followed from such a brusque appraisal that the Royal Com-
mission did not consider it necessary to devote more than five
and a half pages to this problem in their rather voluminous report
covering close to seven hundred pages. Other economists, generally
following the footsteps of the Royal Commission, neglected to pay
sufficient attention to this largest, though newly born, class of the
8 Maine, Sir Henry, Village Communities in the East and West (London,
1876), p. 24.
'Census of India (1931), I, part I, p. 288-89. It is to be regretted that the
Government of India has decided not to make available the results of the 1941
census enumeration of occupational distribution.
It should be noted here that due to numerous changes in classification the
Indian census returns have "lost a great deal of usefulness for comparative pur-
poses". Ghate, B. G., Changes in the Occupational Distribution of the Popu-
lation, (Government of India Press; New Delhi, 1940), p. 39. On account of
changes between 1911 and 1921, it is impossible to compare the absolute numbers*,
however, a rough comparison of the relative proportions of each group within
the total agricultural population is not precluded thereby.
* Royal Commission on Agriculture, Report•, (London, 1928), p. 12.

